Sonia Johnson\'s interest in helping people has always extended beyond clinical medicine. At the end of her preclinical undergraduate years at the University of Cambridge, she studied social and political sciences and sometimes struggled to see a future in medicine. "However, I loved studying political philosophy and social psychology, and I hoped to take these subjects further somehow in my career," says Johnson, now director of England\'s National Institute for Health Research (NIHR) Mental Health Policy Research Unit (PRU).

One reason why she went to the University of Oxford for her clinical medical studies was because it had excellent psychiatry teaching, and she really enjoyed a placement at the Warneford Hospital. She also worked on the student Nightline, a telephone help service for students in distress. After finishing her medical degree she then spent a very happy year at the London School of Economics doing an MSc in Social Psychology, training she describes as "still a big influence." She did her psychiatry training at the Maudsley Hospital in south London, where she became focused on improving care for people with long-term mental health problems such as psychosis---still one of the most excluded and under-served groups in society. She quickly became involved in research projects at the Institute of Psychiatry, including the PRiSM study of community care models, and a major report on London\'s mental health services, working with mentor Sir Graham Thornicroft. In 1997, she had an opportunity to join Paul Bebbington, another key mentor, at University College London (UCL). She\'s been there ever since, obtaining a chair in UCL\'s Division of Psychiatry soon after returning from maternity leave in 2008.

Johnson explains that many people advised her to try and be an expert in one main area, "advice I completely ignored," she says. Her career has involved applying rigorous research methods to a variety of questions that seemed a high priority for policy makers, clinicians, and service users at the time. "I\'ve always really enjoyed bringing great researchers from different backgrounds, including early career researchers, together in innovative and collaborative projects," says Johnson. "These days, working with researchers that have relevant lived experience has also become essential, and really enlivens and enriches our work."

Major focuses of her work have been on crisis care and her field of clinical practice: early intervention in psychosis. The CORE programme, which she led with long-term collaborator Bryn Lloyd-Evans, helped define and evaluate a clear model of crisis care that has been influential in UK policy and taken up in a number of countries. "A criticism of crisis teams had been that they tend to just assess risk and dispense medication: we hope we\'ve promoted a richer model, including good psychological and social help," explains Johnson. In the same research programme, [a study in The Lancet](https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(18)31470-3/fulltext){#interrefs10} showed that a self-management intervention delivered by peer support workers was effective in reducing readmissions for people who had used crisis services.

Johnson\'s current focus is as director of the NIHR Mental Health PRU (alongside co-director Alan Simpson of King\'s College London), which aims to provide research evidence to inform policy makers. The PRU has provided the evidence for the independent review of the UK Mental Health Act, and is now analysing social interventions in mental health, crisis care models, and service models for complex emotional needs. At the time of writing (May, 2020) the team has dropped everything to provide a rapid response on COVID-19\'s impact on mental health care, work which includes surveying 2000 UK mental health staff regarding the challenges in delivering care during the pandemic.

Johnson has been developing a programme on loneliness and mental health with her research group, [including a newly published feasibility trial that they are keen to take further](https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0233535){#interrefs20}. She leads the cross-disciplinary Loneliness and Social Isolation in Mental Health Network funded by UK Research and Innovation, which includes people in disciplines ranging from music and architecture to neuroscience and epidemiology and has initiatives to promote research in this area. She also has extensive teaching and supervising roles, leading the UCL MSc courses in Mental Health Sciences that have produced many top graduates now pursuing their own research careers, something she says "gives me great satisfaction". She also spends a day a week in Camden and Islington NHS Foundation Trust\'s Early Intervention in Psychosis service, which she helped set up in 2003.

Outside of work she enjoys family life and a good social life with husband Justin Needle, a health policy academic at City, University of London and their son Anton. She belongs to two lively book groups and sings in a chamber choir with high aspirations, called Londinium, which has sadly been suspended by the COVID-19 crisis.

"In the last two years I have worked closely with Sonia through the work of the Mental Health Policy Research Unit and have come to really appreciate her talent," says Simpson, who is also professor of Mental Health Nursing at King\'s College London. "She is an excellent leader, able to see the big picture while paying attention to small details that make projects successful. She can juggle multiple projects while ensuring she is inclusive of others and their ideas. Her inclusivity has extended to an impressive level of lived experience involvement in research projects and genuine warmth and generosity in hosting colleagues, friends, and neighbours when it\'s time for celebrations."
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